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Accidents

P

art of what brings many of us to this column is our absence
from it. Most often, this is true literally, but it is also true figuratively.
We don’t see ourselves in such straits, even as we walk the same trails and
cross the same slopes. As a longtime reader, I have often wondered about my
distant view of its reported difficulty. Usually, I have known the places in
the White Mountains of New Hampshire where the mishaps occurred, and
so the conjured scenes could come vividly to my mind. But the people were
often writing’s equivalent of stick figures, composed of half-names and a few
descriptors.
Writing this column has changed that perception, however. Just as having
a dog led me to superimpose his face on other animals, thereby spreading the
affection I felt for him to them, so too have the narratives of a number of these
recent accidents led me to superimpose my face onto the fallen. Increasingly, as
I offer comments on others’ missteps and endings, I see myself.
Perhaps that is this column’s intended effect: Having imagined ourselves
in various difficulties, we will be prudent in our risk-taking. But, even as I see
myself in incidents of possible peril, that’s not the way it’s working. Rational
response might have seen me tighten the safety belt on my armchair. But a love
of the hills and trails has swept away such a pinning of self in a safe place. As
answer, I have set myself in motion, choosing first a long, local trail run and
taking steps toward a next, longer, imagined one in the Whites. So it is, I think,
with most of us when we contemplate mountain difficulty. The face or faces
that rise from each incident in this column remind me finally how fortunate
we all are to lace on our boots or running shoes and aim out and up on a trail.
Whether we come back or not.

Carrying On
On June 4, around 9 a.m., Hailey O., a 15-year-old member of a school group
from New Haven, Connecticut, left Lakes of the Clouds Hut, aiming for
Pinkham Notch via the Crossover Trail that skirts Mount Washington’s cone.
Not far from Tuckerman Junction, she fell, injuring herself so that she could
not continue. Hikers from another party soon arrived, and they returned to
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the hut, where two volunteers, Arran D. and Jeff P., set out to help Hailey.
Once at the scene, Arran and Jeff splinted her leg and confirmed that Hailey
could not walk; they then carried her to the summit, from which she was then
transported down the auto road to safety.
Comment: June 4 was not a promising day above treeline: Even though
conditions at the mountain’s base were mild and cloudy, conditions were
tough above treeline. The 6:30 a.m. Mount Washington Observatory report
noted a temperature of 29 degrees, a northwest wind of 59 mph, freezing fog,
and icy rocks. Using the Crossover Trail to avoid the summit seems a good
choice on such a day. Still, this trail is also exposed, and the descents of the
Tuckerman Ravine Trail or Lion Head Trail would be difficult, and so one
wonders about taking a school group out that day.
Hailey was dressed in appropriate layers, and the proximity of other hikers
and the hut kept this accident from becoming dire. A moment of admiration
for Appalachian Mountain Club hut croo members Arran and Jeff, who must
be strong mountainfolk: Most carries require six people, with replacements at
the ready when fatigue and rough footing take their toll. Arran and Jeff carried the 125-pound Hailey straight up the roughly 800 vertical feet and mile
of Washington’s cone by themselves, arriving just as the official rescue party
was gathering there.

Darkness Gathers
In each of these incidents, night’s arrival intensified both the experience of
those lost and the work of those looking for them.
	On a warm June 1, in the early evening in the southwest corner of
New Hampshire, Sean H. and his family set out for a swim at Kilburn
Pond in Pisgah State Park. As they arrived at the water around 7:30 p.m.,
Sean decided to take a run around the pond. At 8:46 p.m., he called his
family to say that he was lost. Then, his cell phone battery ran low. After a
brief search, the family called for help, and the Cheshire County Sheriff’s
Office notified New Hampshire Fish and Game. Sean’s family reported
that he was “not a woods person” and that he had no equipment or light
with him.
A little after midnight, searchers began looking for Sean, checking first
the global positioning system coordinates from his 8:46 p.m. call. Not
finding him there, they looked also at the place where the family had been
swimming—no Sean. The search resolved itself finally, when Sean emerged
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from the woods at 5:45 a.m. and approached a house from which he called
his mother.
Comment: Sean’s night in the woods featured a classic series of events:
an impulsive decision to run around a pond as light faded, a cell phone
call for help, a dying cell phone battery, and a long night in the woods for
searchers. Sean noted to rescuers that the run took longer than he anticipated and that, when he attempted a shortcut, he got lost. Much of what
happened is so obvious as to ask for little comment. I do wonder, however, at
NHFG’s decision not to recommend payment.
On August 1, Lewis and Rosemary H., ages unrecorded, of Westmount,
Quebec, climbed Mount Madison via the Daniel Webster Scout Trail, and
then turned to descend the same way. On the way down, the two became
separated, with Rosemary out ahead of her husband. A little before 9 p.m.
after querying other hikers who had come down the same trail and finding
that they had not seen her husband, Rosemary reported Lewis missing.
Searchers from AMC and NHFG plowed up the trail on a rainy night but
were unable to find Lewis. Two NHFG officers continued to the summit of
Madison in heavy rain so that they could commence searching from there
when day broke. The temperature on top of Mount Washington at 4:38 a.m.
on August 2 was 48 degrees.
At 8:45 a.m., searchers on the Osgood Trail ran into hikers who had seen
a man matching Lewis’s description; searchers found him at 9:20 a.m. Lewis
told searchers that on the way down, he had lost his way because he had
trouble following the trail in the low visibility and because mist kept fogging
his glasses. When it grew dark, Lewis found his light would only illuminate
a few feet in front of him on the wet night, and he decided to stay put until
daylight. In the morning, Lewis climbed back up and found the Osgood
Trail, which he then followed and where he was found.
Comment: Lewis’s presence of mind, once he was benighted and off trail,
was good. Stumbling on through the darkness in the jumbled rocks risked
injury, which would have complicated his plight. But one wonders about
the couple’s splitting up in what was clearly unfamiliar territory, especially
in weather that limited vision. That shoulder of Madison and its trails above
treeline can be tough to negotiate and follow when fog is thick and water
bears down. That it wasn’t colder, as it can be in August, was lucky.
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Three friends, Kellum H., age 25; Tou C., age 25; and Viet N., age 24, all
from the Boston area, climbed Mount Adams on August 24. On their way
down, they lost the trail, and, overtaken by darkness, they called 911. NHFG,
the U.S. Forest Service, and the Randolph Police Department responded by
sending searchers. The three men had taken their car’s GPS with them, and
the searchers were able to zero in on their coordinates, which led to the men
being found just before midnight. The three men lacked proper clothing and
equipment for an overnight, and they were carrying no flashlights or headlamps. Temperatures dropped into the 40s that night, but the weather was dry.
Comment: This rescue is so common that its ilk makes only occasional
appearance in this column. Its mistakes are evident and its 911 call predictable. What makes it notable is NHFG’s recommendation that the men be
charged for the rescue. Such a recommendation is rare, and, I would suggest,
should occur more often.
On October 7, Stephanie W., age 27, and Raymond B., age 28, both of
Brownsville, Vermont, started up the Pine Link Trail toward Mount Madison
as part of a three-day crossing of the Presidential Range that would end in
Crawford Notch. As they worked their way above the treeline, the weather
grew worse, and the couple opted to skip the summit and continue along the
Pine Link toward Madison Spring Hut. They knew the hut was closed, and
they were aiming for the Randolph Mountain Club’s Gray Knob Shelter for
the evening. Along the north flank of Madison, heavy rain and hurricaneforce winds stopped the pair; they took shelter among the rocks, wrapping
themselves in their sleeping bags and tent fly to stave off the wet cold. With
temperatures falling, the trail hard to discern, and the fog also thick, they
placed a 911 call at around 7 p.m. The call was relayed to NHFG, and two
officers and two members of Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue
gathered at the Valley Way trailhead.
The four rescuers climbed the 3.8-mile trail, and at about 1 a.m., they
found Stephanie and Raymond. The rescuers led the couple across the
final quarter-mile of the Pine Link and then down by the hut to the
Valley Way, and, eventually, to the trailhead, arriving at 4:40 a.m. Both
Stephanie and Raymond thanked their four rescuers profusely.
Comment: The hikers performed well once they were stuck, and the
rescuers were clearly heroic, both in the speed of their response and in their
ability to help amid fearsome conditions. But if we return to the ascent of the
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Pine Link before the worst of the weather blew in, we come upon questionable decision-making. To begin, cold can be wrapped into October’s weather,
requiring more conservative planning and decision-making. The forecast for
that day from nearby Mount Washington should have given the climbers
pause. It called for an approaching cold front, with fog, rain growing steadier
toward evening, possible thunderstorms, winds becoming sustained around
hurricane force, and temperatures that would “free fall” after the front’s
passage, dipping below freezing by morning. Both Stephanie and Raymond
described the weather as the worst they’d ever encountered, so this forecast
came true. With such a forecast as background, turning around as the weather
worsened would have been prudent, even as it meant recasting their planned
three-day trip.
	Stephanie and Raymond were well equipped, which may have saved their
lives, but another takeaway from the episode is that the winds were strong
enough to blow the water through their rain gear. NHFG estimated the
winds topped out near 90 mph, and that section of the Pine Link Trail is
completely exposed, with a sharp upslope that will, if anything, accelerate the
air as it climbs to get over Mount Madison. The Vermont couple was very
near the site of the famous McDonald Barr tragedy, where, in August 1986,
Barr perished not far from a hut full of people in the midst of a storm of cold
and severe winds that kept rescuers from reaching him. The winds join these
two episodes. This is a hard stretch of trail when the weather turns.
Side note: The GPS coordinates taken from the initial call for help
suggested that the pair were miles from where they were found. Such false
readings are not uncommon in the mountains, where cell coverage is spotty.
What led rescuers to the couple was the couple’s knowledge of the trails they
were walking. By naming the trails, they enabled rescuers to figure out where
to go.

Death on the Headwall
On September 19, Luc P., age 25, and four friends drove from Montreal,
Quebec, to Pinkham Notch and set out to climb Mount Washington via
the Tuckerman Ravine and Lion Head trails. It was a clear day with light
winds and temperatures forecast to near 50. Reaching the summit in early
afternoon, the group celebrated with lunch and a bottle of wine split among
them; then, they headed down the summit cone to the Tuckerman Ravine
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Trail. Around a quarter of the way down the headwall, Luc and two of the
group followed a worn side trail to look at the waterfall that drops through
this area. One of Luc’s friends, Gabriel L., said that Luc edged out to refill
his water bottle in the stream, slipped, and dropped feet first over the ledge.
Luc fell approximately 150 feet, coming to rest on a small ledge of the steep
slope. Three of the group stayed put on the trail and called 911, while the
fourth, David P., descended the difficult terrain to where Luc lay. Gorham
Police received the 911 call and in turn called NHFG. Conservation Officer
Mark Ober received the call from NHFG’s dispatcher at about 5:15 p.m.
	Ober set the gathering and dispatching of rescuers in motion. Those
nearest included AMC’s caretaker at Hermit Lake and personnel from the
Mount Washington State Park and the Mount Washington Observatory.
By around 6:15, two rescuers, the AMC caretaker, and a nearby hiker who
was also a registered nurse had joined Luc and Luc’s friend on the small
ledge. They were soon joined by Mike Pelchat and Brian Fitzgerald, from
the state park and observatory, respectively. This group’s assessment of Luc’s
dire condition—he was still conscious and speaking—relayed via radio led
Ober, who was located at a command post on the Mount Washington Auto
Road, to call the New Hampshire National Guard and ask for a Blackhawk
helicopter to attempt to airlift Luc from the ledge and fly him to a hospital.
The sun was slated to set that evening at 6:50 p.m.
A little before 7 p.m., the helicopter lifted off from Concord, New
Hampshire, and, at 7:27 p.m., the crew reported being above Luc and his
rescuers. In his official incident report, Ober described the next 30 minutes
as a “harrowing display of flying and coordination between the Blackhawk’s
crew and the ground crew with the victim.” The sharp angle of the headwall
meant that the helicopter needed to fly higher than normal to lower the litter
to the crew on the ledge and keep its rotor clear of the high-angled rock;
that angle also meant the helicopter was working with little margin for error.
At 7:37 p.m., the helicopter crew lowered the litter and “tag line” and then
backed away from the site as the rescuers on the ground worked to get Luc
into the litter. At 7:49 p.m., Luc was in the litter and ready to be hoisted
to the helicopter. At this point, the added height of the helicopter meant
that the tag line to the litter, held by the ground crew, was difficult to
control as they strove to keep the litter from spinning while it was hoisted
to the helicopter. All of this was being attempted in deepening darkness. By
7:56 p.m., the helicopter with Luc in it was on its way to Memorial Hospital
in Conway; Luc was pronounced dead at the hospital.
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The view of the rugged terrain of Tuckerman Ravine, where a hiker fell to his death
last year. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN

Comment: Rick Wilcox, longtime head of the Mountain Rescue Service,
which also responded to this incident, noted that in 2011 the Tuckerman
Ravine Trail had been relocated in this area to take it away from the waterfall, which had been the site of recurring accidents. Still, the official incident
report cites a “well-worn path to the waterfall.” Such stepping away from
the approved trail is common as hikers look for views and fresh perspectives.
Also, there is the lure of water, both to refill water bottles and refresh selves.
A review of accidents over the years also makes clear the peril found at the
tops of waterfalls. Something draws people to inch out to where they may
peer down or out, and that inching often takes place on wet ground or rock.
When trouble occurs, it is usually slippage of some sort, and that, according
to eyewitness Gabriel, is what happened to Luc. The steep, angled terrain
then led to a long fall, and, as Wilcox noted for an article in the Conway Daily
Sun, such long falls often end in death.
	So, there’s a clear lesson in caution where water and steep terrain mix, and
although much of that reads as natural caution, perhaps we can all resolve to
approach the tops of waterfalls and steep, wet rock more carefully—if at all.
As Pelchat observed about the ground where Luc fell, “From treating Luc on
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the ledges where he came to rest, which were about the size of three PingPong tables with rocks and slopes, I could see those ledges were greasy from
moss or slime, hard to see but still slick.”
What also draws attention is the remarkable convergence of rescuers
at this accident. From below and above, and, finally, from the air, skilled
rescuers hastened into difficult terrain and coordinated a remarkable airlift as
night came on. That observation occasions this comment: Starting uphill at
11 a.m. that morning was a late start for mid-September. It left little
cushion of time should something unusual happen, and, although an early
start wouldn’t have prevented this accident, it might have made response to
it a little less harrowing.
And, finally, I wonder about the lure of side trails, especially when we are
on the way down. Here, I draw from a sample of one and a long set of days
in the hills watching others: It seems to me that a sort of ease takes over as
we walk down. We’ve met our days’ goals; our stores of energy have proved
adequate; we have had our peak experiences. The wiring of descents doesn’t
run as hot; its flow is lulled by gravity’s assistance. Descents are times to
digress a bit, to amble along the sidetracks to see new views, to extend the
glad days for a few more moments.
An added note about climbing in new territory: NHFG’s report noted
also that Mount Washington was unfamiliar terrain for this group; it was
their first visit. That summons thoughts about my own first approaches to
various ranges and the way ease of access may misrepresent what rises before
you. Our mountains are famously within a day’s drive for many millions of
people, and the incoming tide of visitors carries up walkers of widely various
experience. Although there are many entry points to our hills replete with
guidance and good information, it is also true that visitors can simply pull
up to any trailhead, slip between two trees and be away on their own. At this
point, guidance narrows to the trail each is on.
White Mountain trails are, for the most part, beautiful, easily followed
constructions. Their signage and steppage encourage confidence. And so the
White Mountain neophyte, especially one young and fit, may feel a surge of
capability to accompany the happiness that flows from going uphill. What
is less evident, unless one reads and hews to a good topo map, is the way
that our trails sometimes arrive in dangerous terrain that then must be read
well. Without explicit signage. As Mount Washington State Park manager
and White Mountain savant Pelchat noted in an email about the terrain of
this accident, “The trail in the area is much wider from recent work, but if
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you leave the trail look out!” Our mountains are refreshingly clear of tackedup warning signs (save my lifelong favorite, yellow enamel signs about the
exposure of our alpine zones—the worst weather in the world!), and so each
of us must read the ground and the weather we encounter.
	Is there a mountain “spider-sense?” Yes, I think there is, but mostly it
develops only as miles accrue. Might this group new to Tuckerman Ravine
have felt that sense’s “tingle” as they stepped onto its steepness? Perhaps. All
new territory should elicit it.

Troubled Water
On July 2, Sophal H., age 56, of Lowell, Massachusetts, and her friend
Sonamaran K., age 50, of Dracut, Massachusetts, were with a group of friends
at a popular picnic and swimming area known as Lower Falls in the White
Mountain National Forest. The two women decided to cool themselves in the
Swift River where it runs alongside the Kancamagus Highway. It was a clear
day with temperatures in the 80s, and the river was high with the runoff from
recent heavy rains. The water temperature was measured later at 58 degrees.
The two women entered the river about 220 yards above Lower Falls and
waded out to where the water was above their knees but below their waists;
there they sat to cool themselves. At this point, Sophal lost her hold, and, as
she was caught by the current, Sonamaran reached to help her. Both women
were then swept downstream and over the falls. At some point beyond the
falls, the water separated them, and Sophal disappeared downriver. Sonamaran
caught hold of a protruding rock about 330 yards below the falls and was able
to crawl up out of the current onto it. There, she waited for help.
At 3:13 p.m., a 911 call led the Carroll County Sheriff’s Department to
contact NHFG and ask that officers initiate a water rescue at Lower Falls.
NHFG officers and Conway Fire and Rescue responded. The Conway Fire
Department’s Swift Water Rescue Team prepared to reach Sonamaran while
NHFG officers deployed searchers from the North Conway Fire Department
and USFS along both sides of the river to look for Sophal. In addition, NHFG
officers requested two skilled kayakers from the White Mountain Swift Water
Rescue team.
At approximately 4 p.m., swift-water team swimmers reached Sonamaran
and brought her back to shore. Some twenty minutes later, a USFS searcher
found Sophal’s body some two miles downstream from where she slipped in.
Her death was attributed to drowning.
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Comment: Rivers and their behaviors are not the usual province of this
column; such a focus would require another column and columnist. Still, this
accident suggests comment because the two friends did what many walkers
do when July’s sun bears and beats down on them: They stepped into a river.
Cool water calls us when we are hot. But the river they stepped into was very
different from the July trickles of a dry year; on that day, the Swift River was
roaring with the water of a week’s recurring rains. The weather records for that
prior week point to day after day of thunder and rain, rain measured in inches
rather than fractions of an inch in some locations. A whole watershed drains
into the Swift, and the river must have been living up to its name. Still, the
two must have thought, we will not go in deep; we will wade only.
What makes entering any mountain river iffy is its bottom—uneven,
often of mixed-size cobbles and frequently slick. Walking such a bottom,
even with the benefit of poles as outriggers, can be tricky. Add in the odd foot
placements brought on by current, which can—even at medium strength—
sweep your foot some inches downstream of its intended landing, and even
the best balanced, sturdiest strider can splash down suddenly. And, of course,
once we’re fully in the water, the current embraces all that extra surface area
. . . and off we go.
	Sophal and Sonamaran were not walkers crossing a river, but they entered
the Swift River on foot, intending, I’m sure, to keep from its central current. When they sat down, however, an effect similar to falling in occurred.
Their surface area grew larger, making the river more insistent. When Sophal
slipped, her hold vanished and she was of the river.
An article on the Conway Daily Sun had this to say:
This section of the Swift has a history of such accidents. “There have been
several drownings over the years at Lower Falls,” [Conservation Officer Brian]
Abrams said. The easy access from the road combines with slick rocks to make
the area prone to problems. He urged people playing in or on the water to be
cautious. “Wear life preservers,” he said. “They save lives.”

Overheating
At 9 a.m. on July 17, an extended family group of fifteen hikers, including two
leaders from Rockywold-Deephaven Camps in Holderness, New Hampshire,
began a climb of Mount Whiteface via the Blueberry Ledge Trail. Among them
was Christopher T., age 30, of Rochester, New York. It was a hot, heavy-air
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day with temperatures rising into the upper 80s. The nearly four-mile ascent
took the group three hours, and, after a summit stay, the hikers began their
walk down in two groups. The first group departed with co-leader Rachel R.
at 12:30 p.m.; Christopher was in this group. The other group started down
with co-leader Ron R. at 1 p.m.
Both groups planned to take the Blueberry Ledge Cutoff, which diverges
left from the Blueberry Ledge Trail at the 2,000-foot level, rejoining the main
route about a half-mile from the trailhead. The Cutoff swings down by the
Wonalancet River, where Ron and Rachel suggested a cool soak at the end of
a hot day. As the day and descent wore on, some of the hikers in Christopher’s
group spread out along the trail. But they all regrouped at the junction for
the Cutoff. Christopher, who had joined the hike to be with his relatives, was
walking down with two cousins and an aunt. As the group headed down the
Cutoff, the aunt turned onto the Blueberry Ledge Trail to find a brushy spot
for a bathroom. When the aunt emerged, she did not return to the junction
and follow the Cutoff. Instead, she continued down the Blueberry Ledge
Trail; Christopher and his cousins tried to catch up with her, but were not
able to. Somewhere down a steep stretch, Christopher and his cousins met
two hikers on their way up and, from that meeting, learned that they were on
the wrong trail.
Meanwhile, Ron and his second group reached the Cutoff junction and,
finding no one there, took that trail as planned, assuming that everyone else
had also done so.
	In mid-afternoon, Rockywold-Deephaven Camps received a call from one
of the two cousins hiking down with Christopher; she said that the three of
them thought they were lost. Christopher and his cousins were actually quite
close to the lower junction of the Cutoff and the trailhead, but they didn’t
realize this and began to re-ascend the Blueberry Ledge Trail. RockywoldDeephaven called Rachel, who by then had reached the trailhead with the
rest of that first group. She notified Ron, and both leaders launched a search
for Christopher and his two cousins. Rachel ran up the Blueberry Ledge Trail,
catching Christopher and his cousins at the 2-mile mark; the four turned and
began to descend again. But about a mile from the bottom, Christopher said
he needed to rest; he stopped and sat down. The other group leader, Ron,
who had also arrived by this time, said Christopher was pale, sweating, and
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staggering—showing symptoms of heat exhaustion—but that within a short
time, his skin began to show the dry redness of heat stroke. Christopher then
lost consciousness. Ron called Rockywold-Deephaven, which in turn called
911 at 5:25 p.m. By this time, other group members had arrived. When Christopher stopped breathing, Ron and two others initiated cardiopulmonary
resuscitation, continuing until rescue personnel arrived. They also followed
the 911 operator’s directives and tried to cool Christopher, ripping moss from
rocks and using it as one might use ice in such a situation.
The Sandwich Fire Department also responded to this call, bringing with
them a portable defibrillator. But, finally, measures in the woods couldn’t
rescue Christopher, and he died. His body was carried out in a litter. The first
conservation officer arrived at the scene at 6:24 p.m.; the CPR was stopped
just after 7 p.m.; the carryout ended at 8:11 p.m.
Comment: One of the obituaries for Christopher cited heat stroke as
the cause of death, and though this medical information is redacted in the
official report from NHFG, that seems likely on such a hot, humid day.
Christopher’s fatigue grew as the day wore on, and surely the excessive heat
and added climbing of his re-ascent (when he believed he and his cousins were
lost) contributed to that fatigue. The trail up Mount Whiteface also asks a
considerable effort from a hiker, rising nearly 3,000 vertical feet. Christopher
was a large man, standing 6 feet, 2 inches and weighing 300 pounds; that too
would make such a climb hard work. These factors seem to have combined to
bring on Christopher’s collapse.
This incident brings together a number of themes common to incidents
throughout the mountains: the role of extreme weather in accidents, the
question of whether members of groups should spread out as they walk, and
each individual’s responsibility for assessing his or her physical condition at
the outset and throughout a hike.
Extreme weather multiplies difficulty. Heat drains us of liquid and energy,
and in its lethal effects, such as heat stroke, it simply stops us. Gauging the
onset of heat problems can be tricky. A significant part of the problem with
heat stroke is the disorientation and confusion that often stem from it. Like
its cold cousin, hypothermia, heat can rob its victim of common sense just
when it is most needed. High temperatures and dehydration can combine to
bring on heat stroke, and on days when you are kicking out lots of sweat, it
can be almost impossible to drink enough to keep up with your water loss.
The day described on Whiteface was such a day. NHFG officers inventorying
Christopher’s backpack found five empty 16.9-ounce water bottles in it, and
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other hikers were reported to have supplied added water, but it’s likely that he
lost even more than he drank in the heat and humidity.
Even a group tackling an up-and-back trail such as the Blueberry Ledge
needs to consider the way a trail looks different on the way down, and the way
fatigue may alter perception and judgment as a day wears on. Missing a turn
such as the Cutoff on the way down is the sort of mistake many can and do
make. Christopher turned back uphill even when he was close to the bottom.
Had he been with more experienced companions, they might have made a
better decision.
	I’ll put in a plug for good, old maps. A look at the trail network near
the base of the Blueberry Ledge Trail and the alternate route of the Cutoff
shows a series of possible routes there. Though they had missed the Cutoff,
Christopher and his cousins would have known from a map that they could
have reached the trailhead where they had begun by simply continuing on.
Phones, GPS, and their apps are often promoted as all one needs these days,
but maps with their larger formats and sense of context still seem superior to
me. Even the act of unfolding a map and trying to figure out where you are
can slow the panic being lost occasions.
The first group reaching the junction of the Blueberry Ledge Trail and the
Cutoff on the descent paused there to allow everyone to catch up and identify
the Cutoff as the right route. After that appropriate check-in, when the group
headed down, Christopher and his three relatives slipped off the back end
of the group and went down the other trail. Rachel, the leader, expected her
group to follow down the Cutoff and did not know the four were on the other
trail until the call came in at the bottom.
Here, we reach the thorny question of group dynamics and leaders’
monitoring of groups. How much oversight is enough? Should leaders range
from front to back of a group? How does the social dynamic of a group
change a leader’s sense of responsibility? How much does a leader impose her
or his presence, judgment, and will upon a group?
As a longtime teacher and manager of groups, I find answers to these (and
other) questions complex; in short, I don’t have one-size-fits-all answers. I rely
on “reading” a group and exercising enough control to promote safety and the
group’s goals.
	Surely, stopping at junctions where lagging members of a group might go
astray is a sensible practice. So too is having a final leader acting as “sweep,”
last one down. As Ron said to me after a phone call and in a subsequent email
exchange, “This is one of the main changes we have made in our group hiking
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protocols. At all trail junctions, the entire group will wait to regroup. Even
if it means waiting an hour for the slower group.” That seems a necessary
response to this tragedy, although such caution might not fit every group in
the mountains.
Much more can, has, and will be written about leading groups, but I’d
like to add a thought about following: A leader is no more effective than his
followers make him or her. Followers’ ability and willingness to take advice
and mild directive often determines a group’s safety and success. On Whiteface
and during a day that seemed only uncomfortable at most, choosing not to
follow had an equal hand in the trouble that developed.
Finally, how much each of us can reasonably attempt varies widely, of
course, and for many of us, it can be a conversation we’d rather not open.
Still, each of us bears responsibility for self as the primary burden we carry
into our mountains. We need to be our own first-responders. For me, this is
the primary lesson from this incident.
There is, of course, ache to every death in the mountains. Christopher’s
bears the ache of seeming avoidable.

Not Getting Down
Columbus Day weekend often fills the trails, as hikers catch the late color and
one of the final weekends of walking before layering and equipment come to
the fore.
	On October 12, four people—James B., age 60, his wife, Stacey, and two
friends—began a morning hike up the Ripley Falls Trail. The couples planned
to see the falls and then hike back out. The other couple got ahead of the Bs,
and Stacey walked ahead of James; around a half-mile in, she noticed James
was no longer walking behind her, and she went back to look. She found her
husband on the ground in the middle of the trail. Stacey summoned the other
couple, and the husband began CPR. Other hikers arrived, some of whom
assisted with the CPR; the gathered group persisted until rescue personnel
from the Bartlett Fire Department and Bartlett emergency medical services
arrived. Rescue efforts ended when it was clear that James had died. Rescuers
and volunteers carried his body to the trailhead.
	On the same day, Robert F., age 69, of Kennebunkport, Maine, set off
alone up the Ammonoosuc Ravine Trail for Mount Washington. This fall visit
to the Whites was a treasured ritual for Robert. Two other hikers, Trent S. and
Ryan J., made an early afternoon start up the same trail and passed Robert
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while he was descending; Robert asked the pair how far it was to the trailhead,
and they estimated it as a couple of miles down. The pair continued to the top
and headed back down. As they neared the bottom, they came upon Robert
again; he was sitting down, resting. By now the light was waning. Trent and
Ryan offered to walk with Robert, and the three headed down. Robert had
to stop every ten minutes or so to rest. By now it was dark, and the three
had one working flashlight among them; the pair bracketed Robert and the
last man in line shone the light forward so all three could see the trail. After
an hour of such descent, Robert stopped suddenly, stood up straight, and
fell backward. Ryan ran to the trailhead and called 911 at 9:15 p.m. Rescue
personnel responded, but Robert had died.
Comment: Both incidents offer sobering reminder of how usual moments
become end-moments. And each incident suggests the internal story that
is each of our lives. James was a large man—6 feet, 2 inches tall and 280
pounds—who set out on a mild hike. Perhaps he felt oncoming trouble inside;
perhaps it arrived without warning. There seems little that others could have
done to save him on this mild, cloudy October day.
Robert was a lifelong athlete, a hockey player even into his 60s, and he was
familiar with both the Whites and the ways of the body—he was also a doctor.
Surely the slow nature of his descent indicates that he was struggling on that
day, but the suddenness of his final stop seems a surprise nonetheless. His
two guides along the final miles of the trail did what they could to shepherd
Robert out; their stopping and letting night overtake them as they walked
Robert down was trail-kindness of the best sort.
—Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
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